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I. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY

On June 25, 2015, Charter Communications, Inc. (“Charter”), Time Warner Cable Inc.

(“TWC”), and Advance/Newhouse Partnership (“Advance/Newhouse”) submitted applications to

the Federal Communications Commission (“Commission” or “FCC”) requesting consent to

transfer control of various Commission licenses and other authorizations in order to effectuate

the merger of Charter, TWC, and Advance/Newhouse’s Bright House Networks, LLC (“Bright

House”) pursuant to sections 214 and 310(d) of the Communications Act of 1934, as amended

(“Act”).1 On September 11, 2015, the Commission issued a Public Notice seeking comment on

these applications.2

1 See 47 U.S.C. §§ 214, 310(d); Applications of Charter Communications, Inc., Time Warner Cable Inc., and
Advance/Newhouse Partnership for Consent to Transfer Control of Licenses and Authorizations (filed June 25,
2015) (“Application”).

2 See Commission Seeks Comment on Applications of Charter Communications, Inc., Time Warner Cable Inc., and
Advance/Newhouse Partnership for Consent to Transfer Control of Licenses and Authorizations, MB Docket No.
15-149, Public Notice, DA 15-1010 (rel. Sept. 11, 2015).
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RFD-TV (the “Network”) respectfully submits these comments to offer its support for the

proposed merger. RFD-TV is distributed by the majority of cable providers, including Charter,

and is available in 50 million homes. Less than one percent of the total homes having access to

RFD-TV are as a result of distribution offered on TWC or Bright House cable systems. The

merger represents an opportunity to build on Charter’s long history of supporting rural

independent programming and to address TWC’s and Bright House’s unwillingness to negotiate

sustainable carriage agreements with rural programmers. The Commission should encourage

multichannel video programming distributors (“MVPDs”) such as Charter that have made

genuine efforts to understand and serve the needs of rural viewers and to preserve the vital link

between urban and rural communities and grant the proposed merger without condition. RFD-

TV and RFD HD feel that the best way to grow their carriage, and serve the public, is through a

successful merger between Charter, TWC and Bright House.

Although the proposed merger should improve its distribution, RFD-TV also seeks to

highlight the continuing challenges independent rural programming faces in obtaining carriage

from MVPDs in a rapidly consolidating media landscape. RFD-TV urges the Commission to

continue to prioritize the ability of independent rural programmers like RFD-TV to negotiate

carriage agreements as it reviews the major pending transactions currently before it. The

Commission should ensure that increasingly consolidated MVPDs support and carry independent

rural programming on their systems.
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II. BACKGROUND

As RFD-TV has previously noted, it has truly been an “FCC success story.”3 Thanks to

the efforts of Congress and the Commission to follow through in implementing the public

interest obligations in Section 335 of the 1992 Cable Communications Act, in 2000 Rural Media

Group launched its flagship independent rural programming network RFD-TV.4 RFD-TV was

initially a non-profit network intended to serve the needs of rural America with non-commercial

rural news and informational programming. During its inaugural year RFD-TV signed its first

distribution agreement with DISH Network and in the next few years entered into carriage

agreements with Mediacom, DIRECTV, and the National Cable Television Cooperative.

In 2007, RFD-TV became a for-profit entity. Transitioning from non-profit status

allowed RFD-TV to expand its coverage of commodities markets reports, weather, and western

sports reports, and to provide extended coverage of important events such as the American Farm

Bureau Federation and National FFA conventions to both rural and urban viewers. In the initial

months as a for-profit entity RFD-TV restructured its agreements with DISH and DIRECTV and

soon thereafter signed long-term carriage agreements with Charter and TWC, as well as with

Comcast Corporation (“Comcast”), Verizon Fios, Cox Communications, Mediacom, Suddenlink

Communications, and Bresnan Communications.

During this period of growth, RFD-TV launched its international channel RURAL-TV,

RFD-TV The Magazine and RFD-TV The Theatre. In 2012, RFD-TV’s parent company, Rural

Media Group, purchased the cable network FamilyNet to expand its family friendly content

3 See Comments of RFD-TV, MB Docket No. 14-57, at 2-4 (filed Aug. 25, 2014) (“RFD-TV Comcast-TWC
Comments”); Comments of RFD-TV, MB Docket No. 14-90, at 2-4 (filed Sept. 16, 2014) (“RFD-TV AT&T-
DIRECTV Comments”).

4 Cable Television Consumer Protection and Competition Act of 1992, Pub. L. No. 102-385, § 25(a), 106 Stat. 1460,
1501-1502 (amended 2010).
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offerings.5 A year later SiriusXM began carrying Rural Media Group’s RURAL RADIO as the

only nationwide rural channel on that network. After 15 years of expansive growth, RFD-TV

currently enjoys nearly nationwide carriage and is distributed to 50 million rural and urban

homes in the U.S., an impressive feat for a truly independent network.

RFD-TV programming provides educational and informational content to the

agribusiness, equine, and western sports communities while showcasing entertaining rural

lifestyle and traditional country music programming on nights and weekends. With its

investment in rural and agribusiness news, RFD-TV has become the news and information

programming channel for rural America. The Network produces more than thirty hours per

week of rural-focused live newscasts, including broadcasts from its bureau at the USDA in

Washington, DC, which provides information relevant to rural viewers about developments on

Capitol Hill and at other Federal agencies. As discussed below, this year RFD-TV’s RURAL

TOWN HALL program has provided expanded coverage of the 2016 presidential race from a

rural perspective. From our Chicago news bureau, RFD-TV also supplies daily reporting

directly from the grain and livestock pits at the Chicago Mercantile Exchange.6 RFD-TV

additionally supports rural communities by investing in and supporting women- and youth-

focused programming and activities, including broadcasting female and youth western sports and

conventions. RFD-TV provides daily western sports coverage during its rural evening news

segment, entertaining viewers with the latest coverage of the rodeo industry, Professional Bull

5 See RFD-TV AT&T-DIRECTV Comments at 3; see also Competition in the Video and Broadband Markets; the
Proposed Merger of Comcast and Time Warner Cable, H. Comm. on the Judiciary (Testimony of Patrick Gottsch,
Founder and Chairman, RFD-TV) (“Gottsch Testimony”) (May 8, 2014) at 3, available at
http://judiciary.house.gov/_cache/files/5abfe467-c0ba-4040-8eca-a7cdbe778ca4/gottsch-testimony.pdf.

6 See Gottsch Testimony at 2.
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Riders events and horse shows.7 In addition to the content that is produced directly by RFD-TV,

the Network also airs educational and entertaining content from 146 independent programmers

and continues to receive requests from additional programmers for distribution to this

underserved constituency.

RFD-TV is an independent programmer with a loyal and passionate fan base and one of

the few networks that has been growing distribution and ratings over the past few years. RFD-

TV is consistently in or near the top 20% of all cable networks watched (currently 76 of 228

rated) in terms of time spent viewing, at 16.6 hours per viewing household.8 While RFD-TV is

heavily penetrated and viewed into rural C&D America counties, nearly half of the Network’s 10

million average viewing homes each month are from more populous A&B counties, proving that

RFD-TV content is valuable to viewers in rural, suburban and urban areas.

RFD-TV’s flagship news program, Market Day Report, has seen a steady increase in

viewership since its early 2015 relaunch, with audiences up 13% since January 20159 and up

38% since summer 2014.10 Market Day Report is the top rated weekly program for RFD-TV and

just received the coveted 2015 CableFax Program Awards in the “Best Show or Series” news

category. Distributors believe that RFD-TV is very fairly priced compared to other cable

networks. In early 2015 RFD-TV was ranked as a “Best Bargain” cable network for the third

year in a row according to the 20th Annual Independent Cable Network Survey. Despite RFD-

TV’s strong performance with viewers and value pricing, price and ratings are often cited by

7 See id.

8 Rentrak TV Essentials, Q1 2015.

9 Nielsen P18+ 2015 vs. 2015 YTD.

10 Nielsen P18+ July-Dec. 2014 vs. Jan.-Oct. 2015.
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MVPDs, including TWC and Bright House, as reasons they will not carry rural-focused RFD-

TV.

III. THE PUBLIC SUPPORTS THE NEED FOR INDEPENDENT RURAL
PROGRAMMING

Since its inception, RFD-TV’s independent rural programming has focused on offering

news and information programming that is vital to rural communities and keeps urban

Americans connected to and informed about rural interests. Rural areas contain an integral and

essential segment of the population that is responsible for the agriculture that produces the food

we eat and that represents a culture and a lifestyle many Americans identify with and enjoy.

Rural communities comprise nearly three-quarters of the nation’s land area and are home to

nearly a fifth of the nation’s population.11 RFD-TV’s mission has been to serve both rural and

urban communities by providing unique, independent news and information programming that

highlights issues relevant to agricultural and rural economies with coverage of agricultural

weather, agribusiness and commodities markets news, western sports, and rural and agricultural

conventions. RFD-TV broadcasts a minimum of six hours per day and 30 hours per week of

rural news programming.

Both rural and urban RFD-TV viewers are passionate about and reliant on our

programming because RFD-TV offers unique information and content not easily found

elsewhere.12 RFD-TV’s RURAL TOWN HALL series provides voters with a unique

opportunity to see every U.S. presidential candidate appear in a town hall format before a live

11 See Population & Migration, USDA.gov (last updated June 15, 2015), http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-
economy-population/population-migration.aspx (noting that nonmetropolitan U.S. residents are spread across 72
percent of the country’s land area); 2010 Census Urban and Rural Classification and Urban Area Criteria,
census.gov (2010), https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/ua/urban-rural-2010.html (19.3% of the nation’s
population lives in areas classified as “rural”).

12 See, e.g., RFD-TV AT&T-DIRECTV Comments at 2-4.
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audience while responding to questions affecting rural interests.13 These TOWN HALLS serve a

unique need and have proven very popular among both rural and urban viewers. RFD-TV also

offers a unique perspective on financial news. Agriculture markets are international in scope and

affect far more than just rural communities, yet those markets are often nearly ignored by urban

focused economic and market reporting. RFD-TV fills in a critical gap in media coverage. Both

urban and rural viewers appreciate the ability of RFD-TV’s independent rural programming to

allow otherwise disparate communities to remain connected.

As the Commission is aware, loyal RFD-TV viewers have not hesitated to show their

support for rural independent programming by filing comments in previous MVPD merger

proceedings. RFD-TV viewers were especially passionate about the acquisition of TWC by

Comcast proposed in April 2014. Comcast had dropped carriage of RFD-TV across two western

states in the months prior to the merger application. In response to this proposed merger of an

urban clustered cable provider with no history of support for rural independent programming

with another provider that showed little interest in carrying RFD-TV, over 70,000 passionate

viewers submitted comments asking the Commission to ensure that industry consolidation did

not cause them to lose access to this programming.

By contrast, our viewers have not submitted filings opposing this proceeding. Like RFD-

TV, our viewers and the general public are comfortable with Charter’s history and leadership in

providing consumers with independent programming. The fact that Charter, a smaller rural cable

company, is gaining control of two larger, urban-based MVPDs is a much better combination

than was presented in the proposed Comcast-TWC merger. RFD-TV supports the proposed

13 RFD-TV, RFD-TV Brings You the 2016 Presidential Candidates, http://www.rfdtv.com/story/29554955/rfd-tv-
brings-you-the-2016-presidential-candidates#.VhlymOxVhBc.
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merger and, based on Charter’s past commitment to negotiating carriage agreements, does not

believe any conditions addressing rural or independent programming are necessary.

IV. RFD-TV’S INDEPENDENT PROGRAMMING FACES CONTINUING
CHALLENGES IN A RAPIDLY CONSOLIDATING MEDIA LANDSCAPE

RFD-TV generally enjoys excellent relations with cable operators. RFD-TV and RFD

HD are parties to distribution agreements that allow the vast majority of customers of AT&T U-

Verse, Mediacom, DIRECTV, DISH Network, Frontier Communications, Verizon Fios,

CenturyLink, and many other independent systems to receive our rural independent

programming. RFD-TV also has excellent relations with Charter. Not all MVPDs share RFD-

TV’s passion for serving the needs of consumers with independent rural programming, however.

As mentioned above, TWC and Bright House continue to decline to expand the distribution of

rural-oriented RFD-TV even in markets that have high western sports affinity, agribusiness bases

or equine ownership.

RFD-TV has increasingly found itself operating in a landscape in which large MVPDs

with national reach are consolidating to massive scale. Industry consolidation threatens to

reduce RFD-TV’s and other independent programmers’ options for obtaining carriage. The

shrinking number of MVPDs means that the refusal of one provider to negotiate a carriage

agreement dramatically increases the ability of RFD-TV to reach its viewers. Without access to

the top media markets, RFD-TV would be severely limited in attracting major advertisers, which

provide the necessary funding to invest in rural and independent news programming. Being

excluded from major markets would also disadvantage RFD-TV compared with programmers

with access to key urban media markets when competing for programming and content licensing.

As the Commission reviews the current and future media transactions before it, RFD-TV

urges the FCC to be mindful of the need to preserve and protect access to its unique independent
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programming—both to serve the nearly one-fifth of the nation’s population living in rural areas,

as well as to serve urban viewers and to preserve the link between urban and rural communities

across the nation. The Commission should take steps to ensure that any additional consolidation

in the MVPD marketplace is not allowed to hamper this growth.

V. THE MERGER WOULD EXPAND OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE
DISTRIBUTION OF INDEPENDENT RURAL PROGRAMMING

RFD-TV supports the proposed merger as the best way to receive fair consideration and

appropriate distribution on the TWC and Bright House cable systems. Charter has been a long-

standing supporter of independent and rural programming. RFD-TV believes that Charter

executives in control of the merged entity would be willing to negotiate carriage agreements that

would allow RFD-TV to expand coverage and reach new consumers with our unique

programming.

Charter has a proven track record of supporting rural, independent programming. RFD-

TV’s relationship with Charter dates back to June 2006, when an affiliation agreement allowed

RFD-TV programming to be broadly distributed on the Charter cable system. Since then Charter

has continued to expand its carriage of RFD-TV and Charter and RFD-TV signed a five-year

extension agreement in 2011. Together we have built a strong relationship and over the past nine

years distribution has continued to expand for RFD-TV, RFD HD and FamilyNet on Charter

systems. RFD-TV, RFD HD and FamilyNet now enjoy distribution nationwide on all Charter

cable systems and are available to all of its cable customers.14

14 In 2013 Charter launched RFD-TV in Fort Worth, Texas and at the end of September 2015, RFD-TV reached a
significantly expanded distribution agreement with Charter that will provide for its carriage throughout the
remainder of Charter’s footprint in systems where it is not currently carried. RFD-TV, RFD-TV and Charter
Communications Announced Expanded Distribution Plan (Sept. 30, 2015),
http://www.rfdtv.com/story/30152815/rfd-tv-and-charter-communications-announce-expanded-distribution-
plan#.Vhfbg-xVhBc.
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By contrast, RFD-TV has struggled to reach carriage agreements with TWC and Bright

House, which together control over 11% of all homes served by MVPDs. The distribution of

RFD-TV on these two cable systems was covered by an agreement with TWC first signed in

2009. Since that agreement expired in March 2014, RFD-TV has been out-of-contract with both

TWC and Bright House. Since they initiated merger negotiations, neither company has been

willing to negotiate in good faith or to increase distribution of rural, independent programming.

Despite heavy, sustained consumer demand by TWC and Bright House customers since 2009

and presentations by independent researchers establishing strong indexes of RFD-TV

programming in TWC and Bright House markets, neither MVPD has been willing to increase

RFD-TV’s distribution since the carriage agreement lapsed. In fact, in several markets TWC

only offers RFD-TV on premium tiers despite the lack of any connection between our

programming with any other channels in those packages. As a result of this discriminatory

behavior, while TWC and Bright House collectively serve over 11% of all cable households,

RFD-TV is available to only four percent of the consumers served by either TWC or Bright

House, or fewer than 486,000 homes as of June 2015.

A number of other independent and rural interests have already written to the

Commission to endorse the proposed merger.15 These programmers cite the willingness of the

merged entity to support rural development and carry independent channel offerings on their

systems. The applicants have also addressed the issue of program carriage in their filings with

the Commission. In the Public Interest Statement filed in this proceeding, the parties explain

15 See Comments of Montana Rural Education Association, MB Docket No. 15-149 (Sept. 29, 2015); Comments of
Jewish Life Television International, MB Docket No. 15-149 (Sept. 18, 2015); Comments of PBS Hawaii, MB
Docket No. 15-149 (Sept. 17, 2015); Comments of Herring Networks, Inc., MB Docket No. 15-149 (Sept. 16,
2015); Comments of SIMA Communications Station Group, MB Docket No. 15-149 (Aug. 19, 2015); Comments of
Castalia Communications Corporation, MB Docket No. 15-149 (Aug. 6, 2015).
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that the transaction could actually decrease, rather than increase, the merged entity’s bargaining

power in negotiations for video programming compared to TWC’s current relative strength,

which would create favorable conditions for independent rural programmers.16

In the future, RFD-TV looks forward to working collaboratively with Charter, TWC and

Bright House to maintain and build positive relationships that will serve the needs of rural

America. In particular, RFD-TV will endeavor to work with the merged entity to maintain

strong independent rural programming options in the basic channel tier and expand carriage of

rural independent programming to include RFD HD and RURAL TV/FamilyNet.

VI. CONCLUSION

Since as far back as the 1893 Mail Communications Act, which led to the establishment

of Rural Free Delivery mail service or RFD, as well as the establishment of the Rural

Electrification Administration in 1935, federal policy has taken critical steps to ensure a balance

of services and an ongoing connection between rural and urban American communities. In the

modern era RFD-TV has provided such a bridge connecting city and country.

16 Public Interest Statement at 57, attached to Application.



- 12 -

RFD-TV supports the proposed merger of Charter, TWC and Bright House. As a rural

and independent programmer, RFD-TV believes that its best chance to receive fair consideration

and proper distribution on TWC and Bright House cable systems is a successful merger with

Charter. We believe that the merged entity will be able to provide even better distribution for the

unduplicated news and information that RFD-TV currently provides to both rural and urban

Americans. RFD-TV urges that, to the extent the Commission approves further consolidation

among large, national MVPDs, it should ensure that such MVPDs support and carry independent

rural programming on their systems.

Respectfully submitted,

/s/ Patrick Gottsch

Patrick Gottsch
RFD-TV
49 Music Square West
Suite 301
Nashville, TN 37203
(615) 227-9292

October 13, 2015


